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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
DISTRIBUTING ELECTRONIC MESSAGES 

IN ACCORDANCE WITH RULES 

This application is a continuation of application Ser. No. 
08/436,571 ?led May 8, 1995, noW abandoned. 

BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY OF THE 
INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to a system for 
managing electronic messages, and particularly, to a system 
for managing delivery of electronic messages according to 
the message recipient’s preferences. 

Electronic mail, or e-mail, provides a convenient and easy 
means for tWo or more individuals to communicate elec 
tronically. E-mail systems today help users send teXt-based 
and binary messages through eXtensive communication net 
Works so that tWo or more users, Who may be in remote 
locations, can communicate. E-mail may also be used for 
delivery of important business, ?nancial, sports and other 
types of information from centraliZed repositories. The use 
of e-mail today has become so pervasive that many users 
noW need a Way to manage the in?ux of messages sent to 
their electronic mailboXes. 

Today, most e-mail messages are stored in an electronic 
mailboX until the recipient reads them To aid the recipient in 
reading, the e-mail system presents a list of messages in 
chronological order. Users manage these messages by manu 
ally selecting and reading those messages that are of interest. 
Users often scan either the sender information or the subject 
heading to locate messages of interest. When the number of 
incoming messages is very large, the process of scanning 
and selecting messages to read may be very time consuming. 
Actually reading and responding to or forWarding the mes 
sages takes additional time. All message management deci 
sions and related actions are left to the user. 

Some e-mail systems today provide more sophisticated 
mechanisms-sometimes referred to as “?lter and forWard” 
mechanisms—for sorting, selecting, and responding to mes 
sages. With the mechanisms, users may de?ne speci?c 
criteria—or rules—by Which messages are presented and 
handled in order to meet their personal preferences. For 
eXample, users de?ne a rule so that all incoming messages 
are routed automatically to a different mailboX or perhaps, a 
paging device. A rule may be de?ned so that an incoming 
message triggers the automatic sending of a related message 
to a speci?c group of users. Another rule may result in the 
sorting and presentation of messages according to a priority 
assigned by the sender. Some systems may alloW users to 
de?ne a list of senders from Whom the recipient is Willing to 
receive messages While all other messages are discarded 
automatically. Some systems may also alloW users to accept 
only those messages relating to particular topics. In many 
instances, messages may be presented according to a com 
bination of preferences or rules so that, for eXample, mes 
sages relating to a particular topic and from a speci?c sender 
may be forWarded automatically to a select group of users 
interested in the topic. 

In addition to providing different rule sets for the ?ltering 
and forWarding of messages, e-mail systems may apply the 
rules at different times. For eXample, in many e-mail systems 
responsibility for the ?ltering and forWarding of messages is 
distributed among the servers responsible for distributing the 
messages to individual users. If the recipient’s server is not 
available, then the rules are not applied. Therefore, a mes 
sage that should be forWarded to interested parties Will not 
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2 
be sent until the recipient’s server is available to apply the 
rules and perform the necessary actions. As a result, there 
may be a signi?cant time delay betWeen the time that a 
message is sent and the time that other interested parties 
learn of the message. Even if the server is available, time 
delays may result because the message must go to the server 
responsible for servicing the recipient before the rules are 
applied. If the recipient has de?ned a rule for the message to 
be forWarded automatically, the message makes an 
unnecessary, intermediate stop at the server before being 
forWarded according to the intended recipient’s rule. The 
rules are not applied until the message, effectively, is deliv 
ered to the intended message recipient or the message 
reaches a ?nal destination. In this respect, When the intended 
recipient’s rules are determined and applied to the electronic 
message, the process of sending a message begins again and 
the original intended message recipient becomes a message 
sender. 

Rules may also be applied When messages arrive at a 
client that performs mail services. HoWever, signi?cant time 
delays may result if the client is not available. In addition, 
netWork traf?c may increase as messages from the client 
must travel to a central distribution point before being 
forWarded to the appropriate location. The same problems 
that eXist When a server applies rules late in the distribution 
process are present When a client applies the rules. The 
forWarding of messages to others is delayed until the mes 
sage arrives at the client and the client is able to apply the 
rules. Once again, because rules are applied after the mes 
sage reaches its initial destination, for additional messages 
to be sent, the message sending process begins again. 
Consequently, the intended recipient’s rules are in reality 
preferences of a message sender rather than preferences of 
a message recipient. Messages are thus delivered in accor 
dance With the message sender’s preferences. 
The present invention addresses the problems that result 

When ?lter and forWard rules are applied to electronic 
messages late in the distribution process. In the present 
invention, message management rules de?ned by the 
intended recipient are applied soon after the originator sends 
the message so that messages may be forWarded or neW 
messages generated and sent to other users regardless of 
Whether the message may be delivered immediately to the 
intended recipient or Whether it reaches a certain destination. 
Rules are applied upon entry of the message into the Wide 
area netWork of the information service rather than after the 
message is delivered to the recipient as in prior art systems. 
Using the present invention, users specify message selection 
criteria based on attributes of incoming messages. Next, 
users specify the action to be associated With messages that 
meet the selection criteria. A distributor then applies the 
rules at the beginning of the message distribution process so 
that the intended recipient’s speci?ed actions are carried out 
even if the intended recipient is unable to receive the 
message. Because rules are applied prior to delivery of the 
message, an incoming message is processed in accordance 
With a message recipient’s preferences. In a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, the rule de?nition and 
application services are provided by an information service 
that has the ability to support a large number of users and the 
ability to accept incoming messages from a variety of other 
sources. The advantages of the present invention are 
eXplained further by the accompanying draWings and 
detailed description. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a diagramatic vieW of the system organiZation 
for a preferred embodiment; 
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FIG. 2 is a How chart of the steps for de?ning rules to be 
applied to a recipient’s incoming messages; 

FIG. 3 is a How chart of the steps for applying the 
user-de?ned rules to a recipient’s incoming messages; and 

FIG. 4 is a How chart of the steps for applying the rules 
during message distribution. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 

EMBODIMENT(S) 
Referring noW to FIG. 1, there is a preferred embodiment 

of the system of the present invention. Preferably, to send a 
message to User C 22, User A connects to an information 
service Wide area netWork 14 via a modem 12. User A may 
be, but is not required to be, a subscriber of the information 
service. User A may use other means for connecting to the 
information service Without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. User A’s message may pass 
through one or more information service mail servers before 
User C’s Workstation 22 may retrieve it via a modem 20. In 
some instances, the servers through Which the message 
passes perform one or more operations on the message 
before sending it to the next server. Additionally, one server 
may call another server to provide information necessary to 
complete an operation. 
When User A’s message arrives at the Wide area netWork 

of the information service to be delivered to User C (i.e., at 
the initial point of entry of the message into the information 
service), User C’s message delivery preferences are exam 
ined to determine if any special rules should be applied to 
User A’s message. Preferably, the information service dis 
tributor 18 is responsible for applying the rules to User A’s 
message. If, for example, User C Wants a copy of all 
messages from User A to be sent directly to Users B 26 and 
D 28, the distributor Will ensure that arrangements are made 
to send User A’s message 24 to Users B and D, even if User 
C’s electronic mailbox is unavailable or User C is not logged 
in. 

Referring noW to FIG. 2, there is shoWn a diagrammatic 
vieW of a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
FIG. 2 shoWs the organiZation of servers responsible for the 
rule de?nition and application as Well as message distribu 
tion. 

Referring noW to FIG. 3, preferably, the rule de?nition 
process begins With the user specifying the message selec 
tion criteria 12. The selection criteria described herein is 
exemplary only. FeWer criteria or more detailed criteria may 
be used Without departing from the scope and spirit of the 
present invention. Preferably, the user speci?es the range of 
dates during Which each rule Will be active 14. Another 
selector may be an importance value such as high, normal, 
or loW 16. A message type, such as text or binary, may be 
speci?ed 18. Preferably, the user may specify a subject or 
originator value 20, 22. 

Next, the user speci?es a message action to be performed 
When the message selection criteria are met 24. The actions 
described herein are exemplary only. Other actions may be 
speci?ed as Well Without departing from the scope and spirit 
of the present invention. If the associated action is to create 
a neW message 26, then preferably, the user speci?es a list 
of neW message recipients as Well as a subject and body for 
the neW message 28. Other options may be speci?ed for the 
neW message such as importance or type. If the associated 
action is to forWard the message 30, then preferably, the user 
speci?es the forWarding address 32. If the associated action 
is to delete the incoming message 36, then preferably, an 
indicator for this action is associated With the message 
selection criteria 36. 
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4 
In the next step 38, the validity of the rule is established 

so that the distributor is able to carry out the speci?ed 
actions When the message selection criteria are met. In step 
40, the valid rules are stored for later retrieval by the 
distributor. The same process may be used to de?ne multiple 
rules. Preferably, the user is given the option of specifying 
an order in Which the rules should be applied to incoming 
messages. 

Referring noW to FIG. 4, there is shoWn the steps for 
applying the user-de?ned rules during message distribution. 
These steps are applied to the message upon entry of the 
message into the Wide area netWork, before the message is 
delivered to its intended recipient. Initially, the message is 
sent to a mail server capable of retrieving information about 
the recipient 12. The mail server determines Whether the 
recipient has de?ned rules for incoming messages 14. If the 
recipient has not de?ned message management rules, then 
the message is delivered directly to the recipient 16. If the 
recipient has de?ned message management rules, then the 
recipient’s rules are retrieved 18 and applied to the message 
20. Finally, the message is delivered according the rules 22. 
For example, if the incoming message should result in the 
distribution of a neW message to ?ve other users, the mail 
server and distributor coordinate activities to ensure that the 
neW message is created according to the rules speci?ed by 
the recipient and that the neW message is delivered to each 
of the ?ve other users. 

Preferably, the retrieval and application of the message 
management rules are performed by a distributor Working in 
conjunction With one or more mail servers. In an alternative 

embodiment, the rule retrieval and application and message 
delivery functions may be performed by one entity. 
Additionally, the functions may be performed by several 
entities. More important than the number of entities 
involved is the point at Which the rules are applied. The 
present invention applies the rules soon after the message is 
sent by the originator so that greater ef?ciencies result. Rules 
are applied as part of the message transmission or distribu 
tion process Which begins upon the message’s entry into 
Wide area netWork. By applying the rules during transmis 
sion of the electronic message at its an initial point of entry 
into the Wide area netWork, messages are processed quickly 
and are delivered to one or more recipients in accordance 
With the intended message recipient’s preferences. 

The ability of the distributor to interpret user-de?ned rules 
and arrange for delivery of message based on those rules is 
unique to the present invention. The intended recipient’s 
rules for message management are carried out regardless of 
Whether the intended recipient is able to receive the message 
because the rules are applied substantially at the primary 
point of distribution. Several bene?ts result from the 
approach of the present invention. First, netWork traffic may 
be reduced because any additional messages that should be 
sent as a result of the intended recipient’s preferences are 
generated and sent from the central distribution point When 
User A’s message arrives rather than from an alternative 
point that requires messages to be routed through the central 
distribution point anyWay. Second, if the message should be 
forWarded directly to another recipient, netWork traf?c may 
be reduced by eliminating the stop at the intended recipient’s 
mailbox—especially if the message must return to the 
centraliZed distribution point. Finally, the present invention 
results in better resource utiliZation because messages that 
the intended recipient does not Want to see may be discarded 
early in the distribution process. The elimination of unnec 
essary message stops, the elimination of the dependency of 
message delivery on the availability of intended recipient’s 
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mailbox, and the reduction in network traf?c result in the 
more timely delivery of important personal and business 
information in the form of electronic messages. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An electronic messaging system comprising: 
a ?rst device capable of sending an electronic message; 

a second device capable of receiving said electronic 
message; 

a Wide area netWork capable of accepting an electronic 
message directly or indirectly from said ?rst device and 
capable of sending said electronic message to said 
second device or a computer netWork linked to said 
second device; 

a set of rules de?ning Which electronic messages should 
be sent to said second device; 

a memory unit for storing said set of rules; 
a Wide area netWork distributor capable of applying said 

set of rules to said electronic message from said ?rst 
device during transmission of said electronic message 
from an initial point of entry into said Wide area 
netWork to said second device. 

2. The system of claim 1, Wherein a rule from said set of 
rules applied to said electronic message may cause the 
generation of one or more neW messages to be sent to one 
or more different devices. 

3. The system of claim 1, Wherein a rule from said set of 
rules applied to said electronic message may cause a mes 
sage to be forWarded to a different device. 

4. The system of claim 1, Wherein said distributor is part 
of an information service Wide area netWork. 

5. The system of claim 1, Wherein said set of rules 
includes a rule based on the originator of an electronic 
message. 

6. The system of claim 1, Wherein said set of rules 
includes a rule based on the subject of an electronic mes 

sage. 
7. The system of claim 1, Wherein said set of rules 

includes a ruled based on the priority of said electronic 
message. 

8. The system of claim 1, Wherein said set of rules 
includes a rule based on the electronic message type. 

9. The system of claim 1, Wherein a recipient of messages 
at said second device de?nes said set of rules. 

10. A method for managing electronic messages, said 
method comprising the steps of: 

providing a ?rst device capable of sending an electronic 
message; 

providing a second device capable of receiving said 
electronic message; 

providing a Wide area computer netWork capable of 
accepting an electronic message directly or indirectly 
from said ?rst device and capable of sending said 
electronic message to said second device or a computer 
netWork linked to said second device; 

de?ning a set of rules for accepting electronic messages at 
said second device; 

applying said set of rules to said electronic message 
during transmission of said electronic message from an 
initial point of entry into said Wide area computer 
netWork to said second device, said application of rules 
being performed by a Wide area computer netWork 
distributor; and 
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6 
transmitting to said second device said electronic message 

that conforms to said set of rules, said transmission of 
said electronic message being performed by said Wide 
area computer netWork. 

11. The method of claim 10, Wherein a recipient of 
electronic messages at said second device de?nes said set of 
rules. 

12. The method of claim 10, Wherein said distributor is 
part of an information service netWork. 

13. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step 
of generating one or neW electronic messages to be sent to 
one or more different devices in accordance With a rule from 
said set of rules applied to said electronic message. 

14. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step 
of forWarding said electronic message to one or more 
different devices in accordance With a rule from said set of 
rules applied to said electronic message. 

15. An electronic messaging system comprising: 
a ?rst device for sending an electronic message; 

a second device for receiving an electronic message; 

a Wide area computer netWork for accepting electronic 
messages directly or indirectly from said ?rst device 
and for sending electronic messages to said second 
device or a computer netWork linked to said second 

device; 
a set of rules de?ning Which electronic messages should 

be sent to said second device; 

memory unit for storing said rules; 
Wide area computer netWork distributor for retrieving 
said rules from said memory unit, interpreting and 
applying said rules to said electronic message from said 
?rst device during transmission of said electronic mes 
sage from an initial point of entry into said Wide area 
computer netWork to said second device and for trans 
mitting through said Wide area computer netWork to 
said second device or a computer netWork linked to 
said second device said electronic messages in con 
formance With said rules. 

16. The system of claim 15 Wherein a recipient of 
electronic messages at said second device de?nes said set of 
rules. 

17. Amethod for delivering electronic messages received 
at a Wide area computer netWork, said method comprising 
the steps of: 

de?ning a set of rules to be applied to electronic messages 
addressed to an electronic message recipient, said set of 
rules de?ned by said electronic message recipient; 

receiving an electronic message at said Wide area com 
puter netWork, said electronic message addressed to 
said electronic message recipient; and 

distributing via a Wide area computer netWork distributor 
said electronic message in accordance With said set of 
rules de?ned by said electronic message recipient. 

18. The method of 1 Wherein the step of distributing said 
electronic message comprises the steps of retrieving said set 
of rules from a memory unit at said computer netWork, 
interpreting and applying said set of rules to said electronic 
message, and delivering one or more electronic messages to 
one or more electronic message recipients in accordance 
With said set of rules. 


